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1950 SURVEY OF CONSUMER FINANCES
PART II. Purchases of Houses and Durable Goods in 1949 and Buying Plans for 1950
 1
Consumer purchases of durable goods set new
records in 1949, in terms of both number of buyers
and volume of expenditures. Not all commodities
were in peak demand, however. Purchases of
automobiles and television sets were considerably
more extensive than in 1948 but buying of major
household appliances, such as refrigerators and
washing machines, either showed no change or
declined. Purchases of homes were somewhat less
1 This is the second in a series of articles presenting the
results of the 19.50 Survey of Consumer Finances spon-
sored by the Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve
System and conducted by the Survey Research Center of
the University of Michigan. An article beginning on page
795 of the BULLETIN discusses the technical aspects of the
survey and the statistical limitations of its results. The first
article in the series appeared in the June BULLETIN and cov-
ered the general financial position and economic outlook of
consumers. Subsequent issues of the BULLETIN will contain
articles analyzing changes in the distribution of incomes,- in
consumer saving patterns, and in holdings of liquid and
nonliquid assets.
The present article was prepared by Irving Schweiger of
the Consumer Credit and Finances Section of the Board's
Division of Research and Statistics. The author has neces-
sarily maintained a close working relationship with the
staff of the Survey Research Center at all stages of his
work and his analysis of survey tabulations has had the
benefit of many suggestions from the Center's staff, par-
ticularly John B. Lansing, James K. Dent, and Marian
H. Walsh.
Data are based on the results of about 3,500 interviews
taken in 66 sampling areas throughout the nation. The
sample is representative of the entire population of the
United States residing in private households. The follow-
ing groups are omitted: (1) members of the armed forces
and civilians living at military reservations; (2) residents in
hospitals and in religious, educational, and penal institu-
tions; and (3) the floating population, that is, people
living in hotels, large boarding houses, and tourist camps.
The interview unit of the survey is the spending unit,
defined as all persons living in the same dwelling and
belonging to the same family who pool their incomes to
meet their major expenses.
The limitations of survey data outlined in the June 1950
BULLETIN and in the technical discussion beginning on page
795 are applicable to the information presented in this
article. Survey findings approximate the true order of mag-
nitude of data but do not represent exact values. Variations
from the true values may be introduced by chance fluctuations
in the particular sample of interviews, by errors in reporting
" on the part of those interviewed, by differences in interpreta-
tion by either respondents or interviewers, and by methods
used in processing data. Only the first of these—sampling
error—can be measured statistically. It should be kept in
mind that the other sources of error may be of equal im-
portance to the accuracy of survey results.
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frequent than in 1948, reflecting for the most part
the reduced turnover of existing houses.
The number of people intending to buy homes,
automobiles, and other durable goods in the ensuing
12 months was at least as large in early 1950 as a
year earlier. Those planning to buy this year
appeared to be somewhat more certain of carrying
out their intentions than was the case last year.
The findings given above were included in the
brief outline of survey results presented in the
April and June issues of the BULLETIN. This article
presents a more detailed treatment of consumer
purchases of durable goods and houses in 1949 and
of intentions to purchase in 1950.
SUMMARY
The total number of nonfarm houses purchased
for owner occupancy was smaller in 1949 than
in earlier postwar years, primarily because fewer
existing houses changed hands. Although data
on construction activity indicate that more new
houses were started in 1949 than in 1948, the
number completed and sold within the year appears
to have declined in 1949. The aggregate value
of new and existing houses bought for owner
occupancy was considerably less than in 1948 be-
cause of a decline in both the number of units
bought and the average purchase price paid.
Plans to buy houses (new and existing) during
the next 12 months were at least as numerous at the
beginning of 1950 as they had been a year earlier.
Intentions to buy newly built houses appeared to be
somewhat more frequent than in early 1949 and
survey data justify an estimate of well over 1 mil-
lion consumers having "definite" plans to buy new
houses in 1950. The number of consumers who ex-
pressed some intention to buy a new house was
about as large for 1951 as for 1950, but intentions
were less definite for the more remote period. Vet-
erans appeared to constitute a larger part of the
prospective market for new and existing homes in
both 1950 and 1951 than they did in 1949. The
prices that prospective buyers were expecting to
pay in the two later years were similar to those
that had been anticipated for 1949.
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Survey data indicate that about half the spending
units in the population bought an automobile or
other major durable good in 1949. Approximately
11 million units purchased automobiles and more
than 20 million bought other major durable goods.
Nearly 5 million of these units bought both a car
and one or more of the other goods. The aggregate
value of these purchases is estimated at 22 billion
dollars, compared with an estimate of 19 billion in
1948. Consumers with incomes of less than $3,000
were responsible for at least half of the increase
in number of new-car purchases while sharply
expanded purchases by units with incomes of less
than $5,000 accounted for most of the spectacular
rise in television sales. Further broadening of the
market for durable goods in 1949 was accompanied
by an increase in the use of instalment credit.
Plans to buy new cars within the year were at
least as frequent in 1950 as in 1949, a year of
record sales. Intentions to purchase furniture,
TABLE 1












































































































































































































































































































1 Planned purchases for the year 1950 and actual purchases during 1949 were ascertained from interviews made during the period
Jan. 3-Mar. 5, 1950. Similar information for previous years was obtained by surveys made early in 1949, 1948, 1947, and 1946. Planned
purchases for a given year are based on reports of spending units that said they definitely or probably would buy during the year and on a
few reports that purchases had been made in the given year prior to the interview. For automobiles and houses, the reports generally
indicated whether a new or used model would be purchased; cases where the consumer was undecided on this point are distributed equally
between the two categories. The distribution of spending units by intention to buy in each of the years 1946-50 is shown in Table 14,
p. 790.
2 Refers to total expenditure before deduction of value of trade-ins or existing assets sold.
3 In the case of automobiles, figures in this column represent the number of cars bought by spending units during the given year and
still in their possession at the time of the interview. Data for actual purchases are limited to these cars. Cars which may have been
bought or sold more than once during the year are reported only once. The survey figure, therefore, does not represent the total number
of automobile transactions during each year.
4 Refers to nonfarm houses only. Farm operators are excluded from the housing figures inasmuch as their purchases of housing
are usually incidental to their purchases of farm land.
6 Data concerning plans to buy houses in 1950 are not completely comparable with earlier data because of changes in coding pro-
cedures which tended to reduce somewhat the proportions of prospective buyers in 1950 relative to earlier years. Neverthel ss, a larger
proportion of spending units appear to be prospective buyers in 1950 than in 1949.
6 Includes both new and used automobiles.
7 Although coding procedures regarding plans to buy automobiles were revised in the 1950 survey, the figure given here has been
adjusted to a basis comparable with earlier years.
8 Data not available.
JULY 1950 781
Federal Reserve Bulletin: July 19501950 SURVEY OF CONSUMER FINANCES
refrigerators, and washing machines were also at
least as numerous as in the previous year. Con-
siderably more than twice as many consumers
intended to buy television sets in 1950 as reported
similar intentions in 1949, but there was a decline
in the number planning to purchase radios. For
durable goods as a whole, consumers were plan-
ning on buying in greater volume than in 1949.
CONSUMER PURCHASES IN 1949
Houses. Survey data indicate that approximately
1.6 million new and existing nonfarm homes were
bought during 1949 compared with more than 2
million in each of the earlier postwar years (see
Table 1). Total expenditures for such purchases
were considerably smaller in 1949 than in 1948,
both because fewer units were purchased and be-
cause the average purchase price was lower.
Sources other than the survey indicate that the
increase in mortgage debt on residential properties
was 3.7 billion dollars during 1949, about one bil-
lion less than in the preceding year.
Survey estimates indicate that over 600,000 newly
constructed houses were purchased for owner oc-
cupancy in 1949, a somewhat smaller number than
in 1948. This figure is lower than, but well within
the range of sampling error of? an independent
estimate of new houses completed after allowance
for units awaiting sale and for newly built rental
units. Although construction data show that more
nonfarm houses were started in 1949 than in 1948,
the number sold appears to have been somewhat
smaller in 1949 than in the previous year. This
was chiefly due to the fact that in 1949 many
houses were started too late to be ready for sale
by the end of the year whereas in 1948 many houses
on which construction had begun in 1947 were sold
as well as an unusually large proportion of the
houses started in 1948. Turnover of existing houses
declined considerably in 1949, with approximately
1 million units changing hands as compared with
about 1.6 million in the two previous years and
more than 2 million in 1946.
Prices paid for both new and existing houses
appear to have been somewhat lower in 1949 than
in 1948. Declines in the prices of new houses re-
flected to some extent a reduction in building costs
and to some extent the increased emphasis of the
construction industry on "economy" models-
smaller dwelling units or houses of simpler design.
The survey did not ascertain the size, characteristics,
and equipment of the houses purchased in 1949,
and it should be noted that the data reported in-
cluded purchases in large cities, small towns, and
rural areas in widely different geographic regions.
Consumers with incomes of less than $3,000
typically paid less than $5,000 for houses in 1949;
those with incomes of $5,000 or more usually paid
at least $7,500,
This year, for the first time, the survey obtained
information regarding the age of houses bought
for owner occupancy. It appears that nearly 4
in every 10 purchased in 1949 were newly built
and another 2 in 10 were less than 10 years old
(see Table 2). The remaining 4 in 10 were divided
almost equally between dwellings built after 1920
but before 1940 and those built before 1920. More
detailed information with respect to the age of all
owner-occupied houses will be presented in a later
issue of the BULLETIN.
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1 Includes new and existing nonfarm houses.
2 Far discussion of sampling error of data based on this number of
cases, see pages 795-809 of this BULLETIN.
As in previous years, spending units with in-
comes of $3,000 or more, although constituting only
about one-half of all nonfarm consumer units, ac-
counted for nearly three-fourths of all purchases
of nonfarm houses. Actual purchases were roughly
in accordance with plans to buy expressed by the
various income groups at the beginning of 1949
(see Table 3).
The age groups having the largest proportions
of home purchasers in 1949 were those between
35 and 54 years (see Tables 4 and 15). These
age groups accounted for nearly 6 in every 10 pur-
chases although they contained only 4 in every 10
units. Residents of metropolitan areas bought
homes relatively less frequently than did persons
living in other types of communities. This tended
to maintain the customary pattern of less extensive
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TABLE 3














































































































NOTE.—Distributions of prospective buyers in 1950 and actual
buyers in 1949 are related to the distribution of income in 1949.
Data for earlier years are similarly related. The table, therefore,
reflects shifts in the distribution of both buyers and income. It is
necessary to keep in mind, as indicated in the lower part of the
table, that from 1947 to 1948 there was some shift from lower to
higher income brackets; in 1949, however, the proportion of spend-
ing units with less than $2,000 money income (before taxes) increased.
Purchasers of new and existing nonfarm houses are included in
the distribution.
home ownership in very large cities. Spending
units containing at least one veteran of World War
II bought homes in 1949 with almost twice the
relative frequency of nonveteran units and ac-
counted for about 40 per cent of all nonfarm
house purchases. This may have been due in part
to the concentration of veterans in age groups that
are relatively active home buyers and to the fact that
veterans less than 45 years of age appeared to own
their own homes somewhat less frequently early in
1949 than nonveterans of the same age. Veteran
and nonveteran groups carried out their intentions
to buy houses in 1949 to about the same extent.
Some use of borrowed funds was reported by
roughly 4 in every 5 house buyers, about the same
proportion as in previous postwar years (see Table
5). In almost every case, the borrower reported
TABLE 4
PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF ACTUAL AND PROSPECTIVE
BUYERS OF NONFARM HOUSES, BY AGE, VETERAN STATUS,
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1 Includes new and existing nonfarm houses*
2 Less than one-half of 1 per cent.
taking out a mortgage on the property, but a
considerable number of purchasers obtained other
credit as well. Apart from borrowing, the chief
sources of funds for house purchases were ac-
cumulated liquid assets and the sale of previously
owned houses or other nonliquid assets.
Down payments on houses bought in 1949 and
repayments on accompanying mortgages were sub-
stantial. Although approximately 5 in every 20
of the houses purchased cost $10,000 or more, only
1 in 20 was encumbered to the extent of $10,000
or more at the end of the year. About 8 in every
20 buyers had an equity of at least $2,500 in their
properties by the end of 1949 and nearly 1 in 20
reported that all debt incurred in connection with
the house purchase had been paid in full by the
end of the year.
Automobiles. According to survey findings, dur-
ing 1949 consumer spending units bought more
than 11 million new and used automobiles having
a total value of approximately 15 billion dollars.
This was a substantial increase from 1948 in both
number and value, as may be seen in Table 1. A
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TABLE 5
ACTUAL AND PLANNED METHODS OF FINANCING SPENDING-UNIT PURCHASES OF HOUSES AND CONSUMER DURABLE GOODS




IVlortgage ^ . .





Full cash (including trade-in allowances)
Instalment credit and other borrowing (together with down pay-
ments in form of cash and trade-in allowances) **
Method not ascertained
All cases
Number of cases •*
New automobiles:
Full cash (including trade-in allowances)
Instalment credit and other borrowing (together with down pay-






Full cash (including trade-in allowances)
Instalment credit and other borrowing (together with down pay-




Other selected durable goods:
Full cash (including trade-in allowances)
Instalment credit and other borrowing (together with down pay-















































































































































































1 Includes those who had bought in the given year prior to being interviewed, those who said they definitely would buy, and
those who said they probably would buy.
* Includes both new and existing nonfarm houses.
* Data not available.
* Data for 1949 and 1948 are not completely comparable with data for 1947 because nonmortgage type borrowing was not included
in 1947. 5 Includes both new and used automobiles.
6 In the 1950 survey, the question asked included a reference to "other borrowing." In earlier surveys these words were not included.
7 Less than one-half of 1 per cent.
record number of new cars was produced during
1949 and consumers bought them about as quickly
as they became available. A total of 4.5 million
new cars, having a total value of 9.9 billion dollars,
is estimated to have been purchased by consumer
spending units. In 1948, 3.2 million cars having
an aggregate value of 6.6 billion had been bought.
2
2 These figures on numbers of cars bought check closely
with domestic registrations of new cars as reported by
R. L. Polk and Company after allowance for new cars sold
to Government, nonprofit, and business organizations.
The prices of new automobiles were somewhat
higher than anticipated by prospective buyers early
in the year and slightly higher than those paid in
1948. At the beginning of 1949, more than 2
in every 10 prospective buyers had planned to pay
less than $1,750 for their new automobiles (see
Table 6). As it turned out, only a little more than
1 in 10 obtained new cars below this price, com-
pared with more than 2 in 10 in 1948. The pro-
portion of consumers that paid $2,250 or more was
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TABLE 6
PRICE CLASS OF ACTUAL AND PROSPECTIVE PURCHASES
OF HOUSES AND DURABLE GOODS
TABLE 7
SPENDING UNITS ARRANGED BY PRICE OF AUTOMOBILE.
PURCHASED AND NET OUTLAY ON PURCHASE, 1949
















































































































































































































1 Includes those who purchased in the given year prior to being
interviewed, those who said they definitely would buy, and those
who said they probably would buy.
2 Includes both new and existing nonfarm houses.
* Comparable data not available.
4 Less than one-half of 1 per cent.
5 Prices refer to total value of such goods bought by a spending
unit, before allowance for trade-ins.
no larger than in 1948 but was nearly twice as
large as the proportion that had expected to pay
this much at the beginning of 1949.
Net outlays for new automobiles were sub-
stantially smaller than the prices quoted since nearly
8 in every 10 buyers either traded in or sold a car
during 1949 (see Table 7). The median outlay
for a new car was about $1,500, nearly $600 less
than the median price before trade-in. About 1
in every 6 new-car purchases required an outlay
of less than $750 and 4 in every 6 required less than
$1,750.
The proportion of buyers of new cars that either
traded in or sold previously owned cars was about
the same in 1949 as in the previous year. The
volume of used-car sales increased in 1949, in


































































1 Price minus amount received, if any, for car traded in or sold.
2 Less than one-half of 1 per cent.
part because of the larger number of new cars
purchased. About half of the purchasers of used
cars traded in or sold older cars (see Table 8).
Reflecting the gradual return to more normal
market conditions, buyers of new and used cars
showed a greater tendency in 1949 than previously
in the postwar period to trade in old cars rather
than to sell them in separate transactions.
It is estimated that approximately 6.9 million
TABLE 8
PERCENTAGE OF AUTOMOBILE BUYERS WHO TRADED IN OR

































































1 Buyers referred to are spending units.
? Less than one-half of 1 per cent.
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used cars were purchased by consumers during 1949
and still owned by them early in 1950. These cars
had a total value of 5.2 billion dollars. Comparable
data for 1948 are 5.6 million purchases aggregating
4.9 billion dollars.
In contrast with the prices of new cars, the
prices of used cars were somewhat lower in 1949
than in 1948. The median price reported for used
cars was about $600 in 1949 as compared with close
to $800 in 1948. As in the case of new cars, trade-
ins and sales of older cars brought actual outlays
for used-car purchases substantially under the prices
quoted. With allowance for these factors, the
median outlay for used cars was less than $500 in
1949.
Although consumer spending units at higher
levels of income bought relatively more automobiles
in 1949 than did those at lower income levels
(see Table 17 at the end of this article), the differ-
ence was not as great as in earlier postwar years.
Consumers with incomes of less than $3,000 in-
creased their automobile buying, especially of
new cars, to a greater extent than did those with
higher incomes. As a result, lower income units
constituted a somewhat larger part of the automo-
bile market in 1949 than in 1948 (see Table 9).
Low income consumers purchased considerably
more than twice as many new cars in 1949 as in
the previous year. At least half of the sales expan-
sion of more than 1 million units was due to in-
TABLE 9
































































































































































































































































































































1 Includes those who had purchased in the given year prior, to interview, those who said they definitely would buy, and those who said they probably would
2 Includes both new and used automobiles.
3 Data not available.
* Includes television sets.
NOTE.—The distribution of prospective buyers in 1950 and actual buyers in 1949 is related to the distribution of income in 1949. Data for earlier years
are similarly related. The table, therefore, reflects shifts in the distribution of both buyers and income. It is necessary to keep in mind, as indicated in the
lower part of the table, that from 1946 to 1948 there was a steady shift from lower to higher income brackets; in 1949, however, the proportion of spending units
with less than $2,000 money income (before taxes) increased.
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creased buying by consumers with incomes of less
than $3,000. In 1949 these income groups pur-
chased 1 in every 4 new cars sold during the year
compared with only 1 in 8 in the previous year.
This substantial increase indicates a significant
alteration in the character of the market for new
cars, with the half of the population in the lower
income ranges becoming a more important factor
in this market. Plans of low income consumers
to buy new cars at the same high rate this year
indicate that their purchases may continue in large
volume.
These findings are generally consistent with the
conclusions reached in an analysis of the automobile
market published in the November 1949 BULLETIN.
At that time it was indicated that, with respect to
income, liquid assets, and availability of credit,
consumers were in a better position to own cars
than before the war. It was further indicated that
the greatest relative improvement in income and
probably liquid assets was among spending units in
the lower half of the income scale.
Spending units headed by farm operators in-
creased their purchases of new cars more in 1949
than did any other occupational group. Greater
TABLE 10
ACTUAL BUYERS OF CONSUMER DURABLE GOODS AS
PERCENTAGE OF SPENDING UNITS WITHIN AGE AND
OCCUPATIONAL GROUPS, 1949 AND 1948
Type of group


















































OCCUPATIONAL AND AGE GROUPING OF ACTUAL BUYERS OF CONSUMER DURABLE GOODS, 1949 AND 1948
[Percentage distribution]
Type of group
Age of head of spending unit:









































































































































































































1 Distribution of spending units at time of interview in early 1950.
2 Distribution of spending units at time of interview in early 1949.
3 Less than one-half of 1 per cent.
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availability of new cars in farm areas may have
contributed to this. Farmers were the third
largest market for this commodity among the
major occupational groups and accounted for
about 1 in every 7 new-car purchases in 1949.
Professionals and managerial and self-employed
persons also stepped up their purchases of new
cars to a considerable extent. Skilled and semi-
skilled workers showed little change in fre-
quency of new-car buying but a very sharp rise in
the frequency with which they purchased used cars.
Members of this occupational group accounted for
nearly half of all used-car purchases by consumer
spending units in 1949 (see Tables 10 and 11).
Purchasers of both new and used automobiles
reported buying on credit somewhat more fre-
quently than in earlier postwar years. In 1949,
new cars were bought on time in more than 4 in
every 10 cases compared with more than 3 in 10
in 1948. Also in 1949, and for the first time in the
postwar period, credit was utilized in connection
with more than half of all used-car purchases.
Purchasers on time tended to borrow a larger part
of the purchase price than in 1948. A sharp in-
crease was found in the number that borrowed
50 per cent or more of the purchase price.
Other selected durable goods. Each of more than
20 million spending units purchased at least one
major consumer durable good other than an auto-
mobile in 1949. While this was probably a new
record for number of purchasers, the total volume
of estimated expenditures for these goods (7 billion
dollars) was no larger than in 1948. Purchases of
furniture, refrigerators, radios, washing machines,
and other large appliances were no more frequent,
or less so, than in 1948; purchases of television
sets, however, were several times as frequent as
in 1948. The median amount spent by consumers
on selected durable goods was found to be $250,
the same as in 1948.
Actual purchases of selected durable goods in
1949 considerably exceeded buying plans at the
beginning of the year, as was anticipated when
the 1949 survey data were analyzed early last
year. Some of the reasons why consumers usually
underestimate their future purchases of household
items are given in a later section of this article.
As might be expected, recently married persons
bought durable goods with greater frequency and
in larger volume than did unmarried persons or
those who had been married for some time. The
establishment of a household initiates a stream of
expenditures which, though it flows most strongly
at the outset, continues in substantial but diminish-
ing volume for a long period. Thus, the high
marriage rate in recent years will exert a con-
siderable stimulative effect upon the economy for
several years.
Couples married no longer than two years were
found to have bought more heavily than other
consumers. As indicated in Table 12, about 7 in
every 10 of this group bought at least one major
household item. Approximately 5 in every 10 of
the buyers spent at least $300 and more than 1
in every 10 spent $1,000 or more. In comparison,
only about half of the couples married between
10 and 20 years bought durable goods in 1949, and
of those buying, roughly 4 in 10 spent $300 or more
and only a small proportion (considerably less
than 1 in 10) spent as much as $1,000. Single or
otherwise unattached persons bought major house-
hold items less frequently than any other group
and spent less for them.
TABLE 12
EXPENDITURES ON DURABLE GOODS WITHIN MARITAL STATUS
GROUPS, 1949













































































































1 Before allowances for trade-ins. Excludes automobiles.
2 Less than one-half of 1 per cent.
The types of household items purchased varied
with the number of years of marriage, as shown in
Table 13. Recently married couples bought a
great deal of basic equipment such as furniture,
refrigerators, and stoves. After three or more
years of marriage, the emphasis on basic equipment
diminished somewhat, although such purchases
remained the most frequent, and greater attention
was paid to items such as washing machines and
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television sets. The presence of small children in
the household accounts in major part for the fact
that these items were purchased most frequently
by couples married from 3 to 9 years.
TABLE 13
ACTUAL BUYERS OF DURABLE GOODS
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NOTE.—Percentages for individual items add to more than 100
because some spending units bought more than one item.
The frequency and magnitude of purchases of
consumer durable goods were also found to be
related to the acquisition of a house and to the
period of home ownership. Nearly 7 in every
10 house purchasers in 1949 also bought at least
one major household item. The outlay for equip-
ment amounted to $300 or more in 6 of every
10 cases, and to at least $1,000 in 2 of every 10.
Purchases of selected durable goods were
similarly distributed among the different income
groups in 1949 and in 1948 (see Table 9). As in
earlier years, spending units headed by persons
between 25 and 44 years of age bought propor-
tionately more selected durable goods and spent
more on the average than did units in other age
groups. This was undoubtedly related to the high
rate of family formation and growth in this group.
Approximately 1 in every 2 consumer units within
this younger age group purchased at least one
major durable good other than an automobile
compared with about 1 in every 6 for units within
the age group 65 or older.
The relative frequency with which members of
various occupational groups purchased major house-
hold items differed in 1949 but not substantially,
as can be seen in Table 10. As has already been
stated, farm operators expanded their purchases of
new cars in 1949 to the point of becoming the third
largest market for this commodity. They also ap-
pear to have maintained their rate of buying other
consumer durable goods, notwithstanding declining
farm prices and incomes. This may have been due
in part to the relatively recent extension of rural
electrification to large groups of farmers and to the
fact that farm incomes, although they have declined
from the all-time peak, are still high in relation to
prewar years.
The great increase in purchases of television sets
during 1949 reflected in large part rapid consumer
acceptance of a new product and substantial de-
clines in prices. Reduced prices apparently brought
large numbers of middle and low income con-
sumers into the market. Sharply expanded buying
by spending units with incomes of less than $5,000
accounted for most of the spectacular increase in
buying during 1949. The expansion was par-
ticularly marked for consumers with incomes of
less than $3,000. The participation of this group
jumped from a negligible proportion of all pur-
chases in 1948 to 20 per cent of a much larger
number of purchases in 1949 (see Table 9).
Use of credit to finance major household items
was greater in 1949 than in the previous year, as it
has been in each successive postwar year. However,
buying on time was still less prevalent than it was
before the war. In 1949, for the first time in
the postwar period, more than half (54 per cent)
of the consumers who bought durable household
goods reported that they had made use of credit.
A year earlier, the proportion had been 48 per cent
(see Table 5). As in previous years, consumers
with incomes between $1,000 and $4,000 were the
most frequent users of instalment credit.
CONSUMER BUYING ATTITUDES
Information about consumer intentions to buy
specific durable goods and houses within the year
of the survey has attracted considerable interest
in preceding surveys. It cannot be too strongly
emphasized that in this particular area, more per-
haps than in any other in the survey program, the
reported estimates are exploratory and experimental
in character and must be interpreted with caution.
Consumer purchasing intentions at a given point
in time are significant insofar as they represent
the disposition of consumers to purchase at that
time, and consumer attitudes expressed at succes-
sive points in time can provide a measure of
change in the inclination of consumers to buy
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specific products. However, information provided
by consumers concerning their plans should not
be regarded as a forecast of their actual purchases
or as an indication of total demand.
Definite consumer buying plans are not always
made as much as a year in advance, especially when
the item under consideration is in good supply
and relatively inexpensive. Also, purchases are
frequently induced by a sudden need arising from
the breakdown of a presently owned good or
from some unforeseen change in personal affairs
which would not be reflected in intentions expressed
earlier in the year. Similarly, definite plans to
purchase specific goods within a given period are
affected by unforeseen developments. Changing
economic conditions affect consumer purchases and
various consumption groups and their buying plans
in different ways. These are important limita-
tions to bear in mind in interpreting consumer
buying intentions expressed in the early part of
this year.
The total volume of consumer purchases clearly
cannot be obtained by interviews with consumers
a year in advance. Apart from the question of
total future demand, however, it has been found
in earlier surveys that changes in the frequency
of intention to buy tend to indicate the direction
of change in total demand and to provide some
rough measure of the magnitude of this change.
Evaluation of consumers' intentions to buy depends
in no small measure on their comparison with
consumers' incomes, price expectations, financial
status, and other information provided by the
survey, as well as with supplementary data available
from other sources.
Former surveys have indicated that plans are
most frequently made well in advance to purchase
relatively expensive items such as new automobiles
and houses, and higher priced models of house-
hold equipment. These surveys have also indicated
that the length of the period within which pur-
chases are planned varies with the product to be
bought, its price, the acuteness of the need for it,
its supply conditions, and other factors of which
even less is known. Much additional information
must be obtained, under varying economic condi-
tions, before we can know what factors enter
into a decision to buy a given product within a
given period. Survey methods are still in a develop-
mental stage and additional experience and experi-
mentation are necessary to increase their reliability.
CONSUMER BUYING PLANS
The number of people planning to buy homes,
automobiles, and other durable goods within the
year was at least as large at the beginning of 1950
as in early 1949. Also, intentions to buy appeared
to be more definitely formulated this year than
last.
Houses. Demand for newly built structures was
a greater part of the total prospective demand for
houses in 1950 than in 1949, as may be seen in
Table 14. Survey estimates show that well over
1 million spending units had "definite" plans to
purchase new houses in 1950. Consumers who
TABLE 14
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1 Includes plans for both new and existing nonfarm houses
reported by nonfarm spending units only.
2 Includes those who had purchased in the given year prior to
being interviewed.
3 Data not available.
4 Includes those who will buy and will probably buy.
5 The distinction between "will probably buy" and "undecided"
in the 1950 housing data is not completely comparable with that
of earlier years because of changes in coding procedures which
tended to reduce the proportion of units in the "will probably
buy" category and to increase the proportion in the "undecided"
category. Nevertheless, it appears that the proportions of spend-
ing units in the "will buy" and "will probably buy" new home
categories are considerably larger in 1950 than they were in earlier
years.
6 Although coding procedures for plans to buy automobiles
were revised in the 1950 survey, the figure given here has been
adjusted to a basis comparable with earlier years.
7 Less than one-half of 1 per cent.
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reported that they would probably buy brought
the total number of prospective purchasers of new
houses to nearly 2 million, a substantial increase
from the combined total of nearly 1.5 million who
planned to buy in 1949. Whether plans for 1950 will
be realizable will depend in part on the quantity,
quality, and price of the construction industry's
output as well as on the availability and terms of
credit. Plans to buy close to 1 million existing
houses were substantially the same as in 1949.
Survey data throw light on several aspects of the
potential demand for houses in 1950. The median
price that prospective purchasers expected to pay for
new houses was the same as had been anticipated
for 1949 or slightly higher. It was slightly lower for
existing houses. There was no appreciable differ-
ence in the income levels of spending units plan-
ning to buy houses in the two years. About two-
thirds of the prospective buyers in both 1950 and
1949 had incomes of $3,000 or more (see Table 3).
Similar to the pattern of actual purchases in
1949, the proportion of spending units planning
to buy houses in 1950 was twice as large in the
veteran as in the nonveteran group. This prob-
ably reflected the age level and growing family
obligations of the veteran group as well as
their easier access to financing and lower fre-
quency of home ownership. The veteran group
comprised about half of those planning to buy
homes in 1950, which was a somewhat larger
proportion than in 1949. Spending units con-
taining veterans appeared to constitute an even
larger part of the market for new homes than for
existing homes.
Persons in younger age groups, especially those
between the ages of 25 and 34, continued to express
the greatest interest in buying a house. In 1949,
however, the spending units that actually bought
houses with the greatest relative frequency were
those headed by persons between 35 and 54 years
of age. As a group, these spending units ap-
peared to carry out their buying intentions some-
what more fully than did younger persons (see
Table 15).
Residents of cities having from 50,000 to 500,000
population accounted for most of the potential in-
crease in the demand for houses in 1950. There
was a greater extension of buying plans in these
cities than in any other type of community.
The underlying strength of the market for new
. homes is further revealed by the fact that about
TABLE 15
ACTUAL AND PROSPECTIVE BUYERS OF NONFARM HOUSES
WITHIN DIFFERENT GROUPS
Type of group
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No veteran of World War II in
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Metropolitan area
Other city, 50,000 and over
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1 Includes those who had bought in the given year prior to being
interviewed, those who said they definitely would buy, and those
who said they probably would buy. Data for 1950 are not com-
pletely comparable with earlier data because of changes in coding
procedures which reduced somewhat the proportions of prospec-
tive buyers in 1950 relative to 1949. Nevertheless, a larger pro-
portion of spending units appear to be prospective buyers in 1950
than in 1949.
2 Less than one-half of 1 per cent.
as many consumers expressed intentions to buy
new homes in 1951 as in 1950. Plans for 1951
were naturally more uncertain than those for
1950 because of the remoteness of the time period.
The prices people expected to pay in the two years
were quite comparable. This would tend to in-
dicate that consumers who planned to defer pur-
chases until 1951 were not doing so because of an
expected price decline. The importance of the
veteran group in the market for new houses
promises to be as great in 1951 as in 1950. It
should be noted that, subsequent to the survey
early in 1950, there was a liberalization of the
terms of housing credit available to veterans and
also to a lesser extent to nonveterans.
Automobiles. The number of spending units
that said they would or would probably buy auto-
mobiles in the coming year was somewhat larger
early in 1950 than early in 1949. Although the
bulk of the increase was in plans to buy used cars,
at least as many consumers intended to buy new
cars in 1950 as had expressed similar plans for
1949, a year of record-breaking sales. Moreover,
spending units expressed greater certainty with
respect to purchases of new cars than in the pre-
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ceding year, relatively more saying they would
definitely buy and relatively fewer saying they
would probably buy. While experience to date does
not reveal the full import of this increase in cer-
tainty, it seems plausible to expect that the number
of new cars purchased may exceed the number sug-
gested solely by a numerical comparison of inten-
tions to purchase in 1949 and in 1950.
New cars. When prospective buyers of new
automobiles were asked in which half of 1950 they
would make their purchases, a slight majority in-
dicated that it would be in the first half. This
group expressed more certain intentions to buy
than the other group, as might be expected. It
is possible that intentions to purchase at a more
remote time may reflect hopes and desires rather
than fairly definite plans. Also, plans for the
more distant future are more subject to change
than plans for the immediate future. Notwith-
standing these qualifications, it is significant that
expressed purchase plans for new cars were not
drastically less for the second half of 1950 than
for the first half.
The prices consumers expected to pay for new
automobiles in 1950 were much the same as those
reported for 1949, and there was little difference
in price expectations for the first and second halves
of the year. It would seem that few consumers
who were deferring their purchases to the latter
part of the year were doing so in the hope of
significant price declines.
Survey data indicate that there has been some
change in the type of spending unit planning
to buy a new car. Spending units with incomes
of less than $3,000 accounted for a somewhat larger
proportion of prospective buyers of new cars in
1950 than in 1949. If these plans are carried
through, they may continue the pattern of 1949,
when the accelerated rate of buying of these lower
income groups accounted for a larger share of
new-car purchases than in the previous year. In
early 1950, more than 4 spending units in every
10 intending to buy a new car within the year
owned a postwar model automobile, while in the
two previous years the ratio had been about 3
in 10. This change indicates that there has been
some return to the prewar importance of consumers
who made a practice of trading in a comparatively
new car for the latest model. Owners of prewar
model automobiles declined somewhat in relative
importance among those planning to purchase new
cars, as compared with 1949, but still accounted
for nearly 4 in every 10 of this group; almost 2
in 10 prospective buyers did not own an auto-
mobile when interviewed in early 1950.
A further increase in the use of credit to finance
new automobiles may be expected on the basis of
survey findings. The proportion planning to
finance a new car by borrowing rose to 5 in 10 at
the beginning of this year from 4 in 10 a year
earlier (see Table 5). It is believed, however, that
credit is still used less frequently than in the prewar
period when, according to fragmentary evidence,
from 6 to 7 in every 10 purchases of new cars
involved the use of credit.
Used cars. The number of consumer spending
units planning to buy a used car before the end of
the year slightly exceeded the number planning
such a purchase in any previous survey. Past
experience has been that used-car purchases have
always substantially exceeded reported buying plans,
indicating that many people purchase used cars
without having made definite plans three, six, or
twelve months earlier. Thus, it is probable that
considerably more used cars will be purchased in
1950 than even the record number planned. This
is an important development because, with the
present organization of the automobile industry, a
high volume of used-car purchases is an essential
condition for a sustained high level of new-car sales.
A somewhat larger proportion of prospective
used-car buyers than of new-car buyers were plan-
ning to purchase in the first half of 1950. This may
partly reflect the fact that less forward planning is
done in the case of used cars and therefore purchases
planned for the immediate future tend to have
greater weight. One factor that may contribute to
even this large a proportion in the second half
is the fact that the prices which prospective pur-
chasers in the second half of the year were ex-
pecting to pay were somewhat lower than those in-
dicated by prospective purchasers in the first
half. This implies that some consumers were
deferring their purchases of used cars in the ex-
pectation of price declines, which to some extent
occur in most years following Labor Day.
For the year as a whole, consumers were plan-
ning to pay somewhat less for used cars in 1950 than
in the previous year. In view of the decline in
used-car prices during 1949, these expectations
appear to be realistic. Prospective buyers of used
cars were planning to buy on time to a greater
792 FEDERAL RESERVE BULLETIN
Federal Reserve Bulletin: July 19501950 SURVEY OF CONSUMER FINANCES
extent than in 1949, with more than 6 in 10 intend-
ing to utilize credit in 1950 compared with about
5 in 10 the year before. A large part (roughly
4 in every 10) of the group planning to buy used
cars did not own automobiles when interviewed
early in 1950 and almost all of those who did owned
prewar models.
Other selected durable goods. Intentions to buy
selected durable goods other than automobiles
appeared to be at least as frequent at the outset of
1950 as a year earlier. A decline in demand was
evident only in the case of radios; prospects for
television sets, furniture, washing machines, and
refrigerators were as bright as in 1949, or brighter.
A substantial increase was noted in the number
of people who expected to buy television sets. In
1949, the size of the television market was sub-
stantially underreported, signifying that many
people bought sets in 1949 who had not made
up their minds to do so at the beginning of the
year. The number of consumers planning to buy
sets during 1950 was not only more than twice as
large as in 1949 but was also greater than the
number that actually purchased last year. A larger
proportion of consumers at each income level
expected to buy sets this year than last, with the
lower income groups showing the largest increases.
The substantial decline that has taken place in the
prices of these goods has undoubtedly been an im-
portant factor in this development. Consumers ap-
pear to anticipate that this decline will continue,
as evidenced by the fact that the median ex-
pected price in 1950 was {260, compared with
expected and actual median payments of $340 and
$330 respectively in 1949 (see Table 16).
In early 1950, the proportion of spending units
planning to buy at least one selected durable good
was equal to or greater than the comparable fig-
ure a year earlier for each level of income. As in
previous years, it was found that the higher the
income level, the larger the proportion that in-
tended to buy. Similar to plans for automobiles, in-
tended reliance on credit to buy selected durable
goods was greater than last year.
TABLE 16
ACTUAL AND PLANNED PURCHASES OF SELECTED CONSUMER DURABLE GOODS
1
Type of durable good
Actual purchases
 2
1949 1948 1947 1946
Planned purchases
1950 1949 1948 1947
Furniture:
Percentage of spending units..................
Estimated number of spending units (in millions)
Median expenditure
Radios :3
Percentage of spending units
Estimated number of spending units (in millions)
Median expenditure
Television sets:
Percentage of spending units




Percentage of spending units
Estimated number of spending units (in millions)
Median expenditure
Washing machines:
Percentage of spending units










































































































1 Planned purchases in 1950 and actual purchases in 1949 were ascertained from interviews made during the period Jan. 3-Mar. 5,
1950. Similar information for previous years was obtained by surveys made early in 1949, 1948, and 1947. In each case, the percentage
of spending units expecting to buy includes those who had purchased in the given year prior to being interviewed, those who said they
definitely would buy, and those who said they probably would buy.
2 The fact that the number of spending units who reported buying refrigerators in 1949, 1948, and 1947 exceeded the number of re-
frigerators produced in those years is indicative of the active market for used refrigerators. In the case of washing machines and radios,
indicated purchases by spending units were less than production figures. This may be because a large number of purchases were made by
buyers other than consumer spending units. It is also possible that some purchases of small washing machines and portable and table
radios were not reported.
3 Radio purchases in 1949 and 1948 and prospective purchases in 1950 and 1949 are not completely comparable with earlier data
covering radios. The most recent data show television sets separately from radios whereas the two are combined in the earlier figures.
4 Data not available.
5 Actual refrigerator purchases in 1949 and prospective purchases in 1950 are not completely comparable with earlier data covering
refrigerators. The most recent data include deep-freeze units with refrigerators, whereas the earlier data do not.
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As might be expected, survey data show a rela-
tion between intention to purchase durable goods
and change in personal financial situation. The pro-
portion of prospective buyers was much larger
among those who believed that they were better
of! than a year ago and among those whose in-
comes had increased than among those who felt
that they were worse off or whose incomes had
decreased.
Consumers' buying plans reflect not only their
expected needs but also their expectations concern-
ing the future—jobs,- incomes, prices, supply condi-
tions, etc. As has been indicated in the first article
in this series, consumers were generally optimistic
about their own personal income prospects and
about future business conditions. The expecta-
tion of price declines had diminished. These be-
liefs concerning the future were important ele-
ments in consumers' plans to continue buying
houses and durable goods at least as extensively as
in 1949. It is not possible to say how consumers
may change their buying plans if their expectations
are not realized. However, it is encouraging to
find that the financial position of consumers was
still strong at the beginning of 1950 and that con-
sumer demand for houses and durable goods con-
tinued at very high levels.
TABLE 17
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1 Includes both new and used automobiles.
2 Less than one-half of 1 per cent.
3 Prices refer to the total value of such goods bought by a spend-
ing unit.
NOTE.—Percentages may not add to totals because of rounding;
details for number of cases do not add to total because income was
not ascertained in 39 interviews.
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